Colleges, Universities and Communities
Advancing Social and Economic Justice

By James T. Harris 111 and Ira Harkavy

American society is in desperate need of
a successful antipoverty strategy. Far too
many Americans, particularly America’s
children, live in conditions of want and
despair that are both unnecessary (given
this nation’s wealth) and shameful. We
need to answer the questions, What
should be done, and who should play a
prominent role in developing and imple-
menting the strategy? We contend that
colleges and universities need to play a
central role if we are significantly to
reduce poverty in the United States and
throughout the world.

Higher education is, in our judgment,
the most influential institution in advanced
societies. Its mission, societal role, and
resources are particularly suited to help-
ing America fulfill the democratic promise
of America for all Americans. Although
all too often colleges and universities have
tried to distance themselves from the
poverty in their own local environments,
things are changing rapidly. Since the
early 1990s, a movement dedicated to
educating students for democratic citi-
zenship and developing the knowledge
necessary for creating and sustaining an
optimally democratic society has devel-
oped. This movement is sometimes
referred to as the engaged college and

university civic responsibility or the
engaged university movement. Colleges
and universities are becoming engaged
civic institutions largely through efforts to
improve their local environment and to
reduce poverty and disadvantage in the
communities of which they are a part.
Service learning, volunteer projects, insti-
tutional investment and support are some
of the means that have been used to cre-
ate democratic, mutually beneficial, mutu-
ally respectful partnerships designed to
make a profound difference in the com-
munity and on the campus.!

In this brief essay we make the case
for colleges and universities taking the
lead in fostering economic and social jus-
tice. We will also highlight engaged, civic
work at Defiance College and Widener
University to illustrate what colleges and
universities have done as well as what
they need to do in the future.

Institutions of higher education in
general, and research universities in par-
ticular, have become arguably the most
influential institutions in the world. Derek
Bok highlighted the research university’s
preeminent role in producing “new dis-
coveries, highly trained personnel, and
expert knowledge.”? Echoing Daniel Bell
and others, Bok described the modern
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university “as the central institution in post-
educational society.” At the turn of the
twentieth century, William Rainey Harper,
the first president of the University of
Chicago (1892-1906), identified the urban
“Great University” as the most strategic-
organizational innovation of modern soci-
ety. In particular, he emphasized the uni-
versity’s central role in shaping the
schooling system both because of its pres-
tige and power (serving as a reference
institution for schools from prekinder-
garten through grade 12) and its role in
educating teachers. The role of colleges
and universities in shaping the schooling
system today is much greater than at the
turn of the twentieth century.®

As “place-based” institutions (moving
for them is difficult) with enormous and
varied resources (human, econornic, polit-
ical), higher educational institutions can
be particularly valuable partners in local
coalitions to improve the quality of com-
munity life. But for colleges and universi-
ties to fulfill their democratic potential,
they will have to make the mission of
helping create a democratic society their
primary mission. Service and education to
create a better society were central aims of
the colonial college. Democratization
served as the central mission of the
American research university, including
both land grant institutions and urban
research universities, such as Johns Hop-
kins, Chicago, Columbia, and Pennsyl-
vania.’ In his study of college and uni-

versity mission statements, Alexander Astin
found “serving society and promoting and
strengthening our particular form of demo-
cratic self-government” as the stated pur-
pose of U.S. colleges and universities.®

Needless to say, higher education is
a long way from realizing its democratic
mission. Ancient, elitist habits and cus-
toms dating from Plato’s Academy and
the ongoing pressures of commercializa-
tion and commaodification are among the
obstacles to colleges and universities
doing what they should and could do to
help reduce poverty and help create a
truly good, democratic society.” Both of
us have worked for colleges and univer-
sities that have made progress toward
becoming engaged civic institutions that
contribute to the quality of life in their
community. Ira Harkavy works for the
University of Pennsylvania, an institution
widely recognized as a leader in the
engaged university movement.B James T.
Harris III served as president of Defiance
College and currently serves as president
of Widener University. Brief case studies
of Defiance and Widener follow to illus-
trate what two very different kinds of insti-
tutions can do.

Defiance College

Defiance College is located in a remote,
rural area of northwest Ohio within a
county with a total population of under
50,000. The city where the college is locat-
ed has a population of approximately
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17,000 citizens and is the location of the
largest General Motors foundry in the
world. During the late 1980s and early
1990s GM started closing foundries
around the country and transferring work-
ers to Defiance. As the racial and ethnic
mix in the county began to change and
the city population began to grow, many
societal problems were blamed on the
changes in the racial and ethnic demo-
graphics rather than on the inadequate
social service networks or lack of public
advocacy groups in the region.

Over the years, the community be-
came more racially diverse, so much so
that by 1994 the African American and
Hispanic populations in Defiance County
had grown to almost 20 percent of the total
population. Over the ten years that this
transformation took place, the city took no
actjon to increase racial and ethnic diver-
sity among critical public service profes-
sions. For example, there were no minor-
ity teachers in the public schools, no
minority police or fire officers, and all but
one elected official throughout the entire
county was Caucasian. These discrepan-
cies led to much strife in the community.
For example, the situation was ripe for
extremist groups including the KKK, which
actively recruited in the county and even
held a large public rally in the public
square. The issues were not restricted to
race and demographic changes. At one
point in the mid-1990s, the county had a
higher percentage teenage pregnancy rate
than the three largest cities in Ohio.
Likewise, there was a growing homeless-
ness problem, and the issues of the rural
poor were not being very well met.

The county had one institution of
higher learning, Defiance College. Found-
ed in 1850, the college had its own set of
problems as it had experienced a serious
decline in enrollment over the past
decade and was facing serious financial
difficulties. Unlike other institutions which
had larger endowments and embraced a
more proactive role in the communities
they served, Defiance College had an
endowment of under $5 million and no
real history of engaging the community.
However, in 1994 when a new president
was named, the college began planning to
correct its situation. The College decided,

as part of planning, to consider the col-
lege’s appropriate role in the community.
After almost a year the college developed
a new curriculum that focused on the use
of service learning and formally adopted
the idea that the primary role of the
College was to produce students prepared
for “lives of responsible citizenship.”

Since the college did not have the
deep pockets to assist the community
directly, the college decided to become
the convener of various social service
agencies, government entities, and the
public school district for the purpose of
addressing the issues facing the commu-
nity. Some results of that good work
included the creation of a general educa-
tion curriculum that implemented service-
learning requirements for every major on
campus. What this practically meant is
that all of its 1,000 students would be
required to spend significant time in com-
munity service during their four years on
campus.

To help address the increasing need
for volunteers and outreach programs to
the county, the college developed a part-
nership with a local bank, the United
Way, and the Points of Light Foundation
to create a countywide volunteer action
center. This center became the clearing-
house for volunteer services in the coun-
ty and provided low-cost office space for
agencies that could not afford space of
their own. Organizations such as the local
NAACP chapter and an organization
focused on advocating the rights of the
disabled were now able to have offices
in town. While the College did have to
invest some of its limited resources in the
center, it primarily acted as the catalyst
for fund-raising for the project and actu-
ally provided free space on campus in an
old building until a better location down-
town could be identified.

The college also partnered with the
local public schools and created after-
school programs for first to fourth graders
on its campus and at four locations
throughout the city. A new summer pre-
college program for Hispanic and African
American students in the county was
established, and funds were raised for
scholarships to students who completed
the program. College students organized
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voter registration drives both on campus
and off and encouraged voters to pass a
much-needed public school levy. By 1998
over 67 percent of all freshmen at Defiance
College had signed up to mentor or tutor
in the public school system. The college
also partnered with the local police depart-
ment and public schools to recruit and
provide scholarships to entering students
of color who might pursue majors in edu-
cation or criminal justice and be willing
to remain in the county upon graduation.

In 1995 the college was one of the
first in the country to introduce a com-
prehensive financial aid program geared
to attracting and rewarding students who
demonstrated a commitment to commu-
nity service in high school by redefining
“merit” to include civic engagement activ-
ities. Students who received this scholar-
ship had to commit to giving over 150
hours of community service a year. A
group of these students adopted a local
homeless shelter and helped advocate
additional funding and developed an
awareness campaign throughout the
county regarding the needs of the rural
poor. After a few years the college re-
bounded and began attracting much
national attention. Enrollment grew over
35 percent, the endowment more than
doubled, and because of its advocacy
work in the community an alumnus gave
the college $6 million to create a school
for the advancement of humanity focus-
ing on promoting undergraduate research
on issues concerning the improvement of
the human condition.

Two important lessons can be
learned from the Defiance College expe-
rience. First, an institution of higher learn-
ing can be the catalyst for social change
in a distressed community even if it does
not possess a large endowment or have
a national reputation. Second, strategic
academically based community engage-
ment, integrating research, teaching, and
service, can make a fundamental differ-
ence in the lives of the people and com-
munities that the institution serves.

Widener University

Around the country we are seeing more
colleges and universities reviewing their
basic missions and focusing their consid-

erable intellectual and human resources
on solving the issues of the communities
that they serve. One example of a uni-
versity that is rethinking its identity and
role in society is Widener University locat-
ed in Chester, Pennsylvania. Widener is a
doctorate-granting institution founded in
1821. With an operating budget in excess
of $100 million and close to 5,000 stu-
dents on its Chester campus, its relation-
ship with the Chester community has
been strained at best. The community
views Widener as being in the communi-
ty, but the prevailing opinion is that the
university is not “of” the community.
Apparently in the past the university
attempted to create its own zip code and
mailing address so as to disassociate itself
from Chester, even going so far as call-
ing itself a school located in the greater
Philadelphia suburbs. The campus is built
with many fences surrounding it, and the
culture has been to ingrain in the students,
faculty, and staff that once you leave the
campus you should not feel safe and the
community is not a welcoming place.,

Widener is indeed located in an inter-
esting place. A place located precisely in
the middle of one of America’s greatest
challenges, the schism between the haves
and the have-nots. If you travel two miles
south of where the campus is located, you
find a community with a proud past where
William Penn landed and Martin Luther
King studied. It is a community, however,
that in the last census had one out of four
citizens living below the poverty line;
where the median family income is half
that of the rest of the county; and a com-
munity where the school district was
placed under the authority of the state. If,
on the other hand, you travel two miles
north of where we are located, you find
another community that, in the last census,
found seven out of ten adults with a col-
lege degree; a community with one of the
largest concentrations of wealth in the
country; and a community with one of the
best school districts in the state.

The fundamental question that
Widener must ask itself is, What is its pri-
mary mission? Should not its focus be on
preparing students as citizens in a twen-
ty-first century democracy by modeling
good citizenship as an institution and
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measuring its success by how well it is
contributing to the physical, social, and
civic well-being of the people in the com-
munities that it serves? Widener must view
those communities as places where its
students can have the most powerful
learning experiences, where its resources
can make the biggest difference, and
where its finest hour is when its objec-
tives and the objectives of the communi-
ty are one and the same. The university
has begun strategic planning to rethink
its mission and to create a compelling
vision for the future. To date over 200 fac-
ulty, students, staff, alumni, trustees, and
community leaders are engaged in this
dialog, and the president has been a lead-
ing advocate for increasing the universi-
ty’s commitment to civic engagement. This
is very similar to the idea of engaged col-
lege and university civil responsibility, dis-
cussed earlier,

A possible first step would be to part-
ner with the K-12 schools in Chester.
Widener must learn what the schools
need and determine what it can bring to
the table because, if it can have an impact
in that arena, the ripple effect will be felt
for years. Throughout the country, there
are numerous partnerships between
schools and institutions of higher educa-
tion, and Widener should utilize the expe-
rience of others when working with the
Chester-Upland school district and the
Edison Schools. However, the university
must work closely with the leadership of
the school district to make sure that what-
ever it does do, fits the specific needs of
Chester. Over the past year, the universi-
ty and the school district have been meet-
ing to discuss ways to partner and to raise
funds for special joint projects, with some
encouraging results so far. The number
of university students volunteering in the
local school district has quadrupled in the
past nine months and several Widener
faculty members have developed rela-
tionships with the school district across a
wide range of disciplines. These partner-
ships range from Widener political sci-

ence students hosting mock immigration
hearings on campus for fourth graders to
a law professor teaching a course to high
school students. There have also been
preliminary discussions with the university
to see if it would be interested in assist-
ing in the day-to-day operations of an
experimental school.

The university has partnered with the
local hospital to create a university tech-
nology park that has been successful in
attracting new businesses to the area as
well as securing a federal grant for work-
force training for high school dropouts.
It has also reached out to the neighbor-
hoods adjacent to the campus and creat-
ed community-university committees to
discuss issues of common concern. But
these are all just the first steps toward true
civic engagement. In the next two years
the university hopes to enact curricular
reforms to ensure that all students have
community-based learning opportunities
before they graduate and that the faculty
members who lead such efforts are
rewarded accordingly with additional sup-
port, grants, promotion, and tenure. This
type of momentous change will take time,
but, if done well, Widener University can
become a leading metropolitan universi-
ty and be among the truly engaged and
connected institutions in America.

These all too brief case studies are
designed to highlight how higher educa-
tional institutions can help reduce poverty
and advance economic and social well-
being in their local communities. Funda-
mental change obviously requires more
than isolated efforts of isolated higher
educational institutions and their school
and community partners. The strategy we
propose adapts a page from the envi-
ronmentalists: think and network nation-
ally and globally, act locally. We believe
that general strategy holds promise for
creating a genuine national (indeed glob-
al) movement of truly engaged universi-
ties and communities dedicated to help-
ing create a much more democratic
America and world.
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